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The Dalai Lama’s Long Road to Happiness 
 
On June 15, 2007 crowds massed in the Domain, Sydney to hear a 90 minute address 
entitled “Peace through Inner Peace”. This was the Australian Conservation 
Foundation’s keynote address at their One Earth tribute concert. From the speaker 
mass crowds sought understanding on conservation issues, conflict resolution and the 
meaning of life, which he defined as happiness—the subject of this article. Before we 
delve into this, I will firstly give a brief biographical sketch of this man, known world-
wide as the Dalai Lama. 
 
The Man Himself 
The incumbent Dalai Lama is the 14th and was born in 1935 as Lhamo Thondup in 
north-east Tibet. Tibetan Buddhists regard every Dalai Lama as a reincarnation of 
Avalokiteshvara1, the bodhisattva2 of compassion.  
 
Lhamo was recognized as the Dalai Lama at the age of four and was raised in Potala 
Palace, Lhasa. His name was changed to Jetsun Jamphel Nigawang Lobrang Yeshe 
Tenzin Gyatso, which means “Holy Lord, Gentle Glory, Compassionate, Defender of 
the Faith, Ocean of Wisdom”, though he is often simply called Kundun—“The 
Presence”. 
 
Lhamo’s installation as Dalai Lama meant that he became part of the Gelukpa 
(Gelugpa = “System of Virtue”) sect of Tibetan Buddhism, often popularly referred to 
as the “Yellow Hats”. This is the latest of the four major Tibetan Buddhist sects, the 
other three being, in order of origination, Nyingma (“Old School”, often called the 
“Red Hats”), Kagyu (“Teaching Lineage”) and Sakya (“Gray Earth”).  
 
At the age of 15, Tenzin Gyatso was enthroned as the leader of Tibet. When he was 16 
Tibet was taken over by China. In 1959, at the age of 24, he escaped from Tibet 
disguised as a soldier and now, as an exile, is based in Dharamsala, India.  
 
In December, 1989 the Dalai Lama was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. In October 
2007 President George Bush described him as “a universal symbol of peace and 
tolerance” when the 72-year-old was awarded the US Congregational Medal, the 
highest civilian award bestowed by the US legislature for his “many enduring and 
outstanding contributions to peace, non-violence, human rights and religious 
understanding.” In encouraging the Chinese government to dialogue with the Dalai 
Lama, President Bush said China’s leaders will find “this good man to be a man of 
peace and reconciliation.” 
 
Many in the West who are attracted by the Dalai Lama see him as one who epitomizes 
inner peace, kindness and compassion. People read his books and listen to his talks in 
the hope that he might help them live a better life and become more content and 
happy. In this article, I will give a brief overview of the Dalai Lama’s essential 
philosophy, look more specifically at what he says about happiness and consider some 
responses to his teaching from a Christian perspective. 
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The Essential Philosophy of the Dalai Lama 
 
Dependent arising 
The Dalai Lama states, “The foundation of all Buddhist teaching and practice is the 
principle of dependent arising”3 (my boldfacing). This means “all things and events 
arise in dependence on a complex web of interrelated causes and conditions” so that 
“no one thing or event can be construed as capable of existing in and of itself”4. 
Consequently, “phenomena abide in the middle way, not truly or inherently existent 
and also not utterly non-existent”5. All phenomena are dependent on other 
phenomena. This means that “self” is “a label for a complex web of interrelated 
phenomena”6. Nothing has independent, inherent existence, including the so-called 
individual person.  
 
The Dalai Lama stretches to the limit the idea that everything has a cause, observing 
that the Buddhist Scriptures “… do not assert an independent creator of the universe. 
Assertions of an independent self or an independent creator contradict the 
presentation that things arise merely in dependence on their causes”7 (my 
boldfacing). The doctrine of dependent arising causes the Dalai Lama to state that 
Buddhists and Christians “must part company” with respect “to a philosophical or 
metaphysical dialogue.” He explains, “Within that philosophical worldview it is almost 
impossible to have any room for an atemporal, eternal, absolute truth. Nor is it 
possible to accommodate the concept of a divine Creation”8. 
 
Four Noble Truths  
The Dalai Lama holds to Buddhism’s Four Noble Truths: (1) all existence is suffering; 
(2) suffering is caused by craving; (3) suffering ends when craving ceases and (4) the 
means by which this is done—the Noble Eightfold Path. Consequently, all sentient 
beings need to be liberated from suffering, the state inevitably and always 
experienced while trapped in the cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth (samsara). 
 
Emptiness 
Following the famous Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna, the Dalai Lama teaches that all 
Buddhist teaching is grounded in two truths: (1) the nominal or conventional entity of 
the phenomenon; (2) the final mode of being, its emptiness of inherent existence. To 
believe phenomena inherently exist is the afflicting ignorance that is the ultimate root 
of all afflictions9. “The root of suffering is ignorance, which here means the 
misconception of self”10. This misconception of self generates negative karma and 
forces rebirth. 
 
The Dalai Lama contends that it is by “realizing emptiness, the real nature of all 
phenomena”11 that the state of liberation (nirvana) is achieved. When someone 
reaches the understanding that nothing has intrinsic existence that person “will be 
able to see everything as a dream or an illusion”12. 
 
The mind clings to this illusion. So to attain liberation the mind must be disciplined. 
The mind can save itself because the disturbing emotions which have produced 
ignorance are not intrinsic to the mind. Rather, the fundamental, underlying state of 
mind present in all sentient beings, the Buddha Nature, is completely untainted by 
negative emotions or thoughts. The Dalai Lama states, “This clear light nature, basic 
and luminous, is the final root of all minds – forever indestructible, immutable like a 
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diamond”13. Accordingly, he teaches: “Through meditation on wisdom you should be 
able to see yourself as free from an intrinsically existent self”14.  
 
The Dalai Lama and Happiness 
In his writings and public speaking the Dalai Lama often speaks of happiness and inner 
peace. Let us consider what this happiness means and involves. 
 
Happiness and Ethical Foundations 
The Dalai Lama believes “the very purpose of our life is to seek happiness”15. It is 
possible to establish binding ethical principles if “we take as our starting point the 
observation that we all desire happiness and not to suffer”. For this means “each 
individual has a right to pursue happiness and avoid suffering”16.  
 
Much of what the Dalai Lama says about happiness could have been written by a Bible-
believing Christian. To take a few examples:  

• It is relative. For example, for most, a life sentence in prison means suffering, 
while for a criminal on death row this may be a happy reprieve. 

• The word “happiness” describes very different states, for example, exuberance 
at winning the lottery or the simple joys of family life. 

•  “… even if money brings us happiness, it tends to be the kind which money can 
buy”17. 

• The principal characteristic of genuine happiness is inner peace, something the 
Dalai Lama claims personally to possess. “… the greater our peace of mind, the 
greater our ability to enjoy a happy and joyful life”18. 

• Inner peace can be developed in adverse circumstances. 
• Our basic attitude and the actions we engage in are essential conditions of 

inner peace. 
 
It follows that, for the Dalai Lama, discipline of the mind is essential if happiness is to 
be attained: “External circumstances are not what draw us into suffering. Suffering is 
caused and permitted by an untamed mind”19. Consequently, unless “we tame and 
eliminate the disturbing emotions in our minds”20 we will not experience joy and 
lasting peace, even if we are born in favourable states of existence, as a human being 
or a “god”.  
 
Happiness and Mental Transformation 
The Dalai Lama discriminates between negative deeds (= evil deeds) and positive 
deeds (= good deeds), the former leading to suffering and the latter to happiness. 
Cultivating positive deeds cannot be achieved merely by changing physical and verbal 
behaviour. It presupposes a transformation of the mind. 
 
Transformation of the mind involves a concept of sacrifice. So the Dalai Lama 
recommends the Mahayana visualization practice of Tong-Len (“Giving and 
Receiving”), “in which one mentally visualizes taking on another’s pain and suffering, 
and in turn giving them all of your resources, good health, fortune, and so on”21, that 
is, exchanging one’s own welfare for the sufferings of other sentient beings. He 
contends that this helps cultivate the awakening mind. He advises meditation on one’s 
equality with all other sentient beings and the cultivation of a mind willing to benefit 
all other sentient beings: 
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Even the tiniest insects are like you in wanting happiness and not wanting suffering. If 
a tiny insect is moving toward you and you put out your finger to touch it, it will back 
off and stay quiet, trying to protect itself. Even though such an insect is so fragile and 
weak, it tries its best to remove its sufferings and to cultivate happiness. Watching 
such helpless insects I cannot help but feel sad22. 

 
Happiness and Karma 
The Dalai Lama tells of a monk whose five brothers and parents died because of 
Chinese cruelty and yet “[even] when he underwent torture and severe beatings, he 
was able to survive it and still feel happy by viewing it as a cleansing of his past 
negative Karma”23. Karma is defined as “former actions that have created 
predispositions in the mind” experienced either in the same life, the next life or an 
existence after that24. According to the Dalai Lama our mind and body operate “under 
the influences of karma (tendencies created by previous actions) and emotions such as 
lust and hatred”, subject to causes and conditions beyond our control, so that simply 
to exist as a sentient being in the cycle of samsara is to suffer25. 
 
From the Buddha we can learn the dharma—the path to liberation from suffering—but, 
since there is no Creator, we “are our own masters”, subject to the law of karma, 
which “teaches us that if we do good, we shall experience good results; if we do bad 
things, we shall experience unhappiness”26. 
 
Happiness and Self 
The Dalai Lama teaches that it is the very nature of true sufferings that they 
disintegrate and change from moment to moment, because “[whatever] is produced 
through cause and effect is subject to momentary change and disintegration”27. So, 
the collection of physical and mental components we think of as our body and mind is 
also impermanent by nature, changing from moment to moment, because it is 
dependent on causes, especially ignorance. Since ignorance produces this collection of 
physical and mental components it follows that suffering is intrinsic to the nature of 
this collection. Consequently, as long as the “I” (this collection) remains the product 
of ignorance, then “I” am subject to destruction.  
 
Ultimate happiness cannot be found as long as one continues to exist as a self, clinging 
to individuality in a realm of existence. Rather, as discussed, the Dalai Lama stresses 
the importance of emptiness - no phenomenon has inherent existence, including the 
self. This involves a negative appraisal of the body and physical pleasure. For 
example: “When we enjoy the sexual embrace, we are clasping no more than a 
skeleton covered with flesh and skin. It has no essence other than that.” And: “Why is 
it that we prefer our bodies, with their various unpleasant secretions, to lovely fresh 
lotus flowers that unfold when the rays of the sun are freed from the clouds?”28 
 
Happiness and Compassion 
The Dalai Lama believes that “basic human nature is more disposed toward 
compassion and affection”29. He teaches that “the principal source of happiness, 
courage, and success in life” is the cultivation of a “noble mind wishing to benefit 
others”30 or “the good heart”, that is, a heart of compassion. Indeed, as Victor Chan 
summarises, “everything that the Buddha taught can be reduced to the essential idea 
of fusing emptiness with compassion. This is the formula for happiness: Emptiness + 
Compassion = Happiness”31. 
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A bodhisattva is a being who has ultimate compassion for all sentient beings, holding 
himself back from full enlightenment that he might liberate them. The Dalai Lama 
challenges people to emulate bodhisattvas. 
 
The negative way of life involves becoming unhappy when unfavourable concerns 
(dislike, loss, blame and disgrace) are experienced by one or one’s friends and 
deriving pleasure when these same things are experienced by one’s enemies. True love 
and compassion must rather be based on the fact that all sentient beings are equal 
with oneself since they too want happiness and do not want suffering32. 
 
Developing this compassion involves a mental discipline whereby any other sentient 
being is compassionately regarded as having once been one’s mother. So the Dalai 
Lama advises:  

Consider that when you were born from a womb as an animal or a human, or from an 
egg as a bird, a fish, or a spider, you required a mother. And because your births are 
innumerable, you must have had innumerable mothers over your many lifetimes. The 
implication is that every living being has been your mother at some time. If you have 
trouble coming to that conclusion, see if you can follow the continuum of lifetimes and 
discover any sentient being who has not been your mother; such a conclusion is 
impossible33. 

 
The Time Frame for Happiness 
The doctrine of rebirth is critical to a proper appreciation of the time frame involved 
in attaining happiness. Notwithstanding the Dalai Lama’s confidence that ultimate 
happiness can eventually be obtained, he maintains that only some exceptional people 
“may find liberation quickly, because of their past karmic potential” while “the 
majority of us cannot hope to reach enlightenment or nirvana so miraculously”34. He 
does not expect that ordinary people will experience happiness in their present state 
of existence but in some future rebirth, after living many more lives35. When asked 
“How long?” he responded: 

Now to give a Buddhist reply to your question, we are speaking in terms of innumerable 
eons. And when you think in terms of eons, years and months are nothing. A short life 
is nothing! A hundred years – nothing! When you think in terms of many eons, that 
really helps to develop a strong determination. But that is not relevant here. The main 
point is how to be good during one’s lifetime36. 

 
The cultivation of happiness and the minimization of suffering will take a very long 
time, that is, many more rebirths in the cycle of existence. We must accept the laws 
of nature as they are and transform the mind in a way that does not contradict them.  
 
Some Responses 
The Western image of the Dalai Lama is of a happy, compassionate man at peace with 
himself and the world. He certainly stands out in the West as a recognized symbol of 
Buddhism and receives an immediate ‘sympathy vote’ because of the promotion of 
Tibet’s plight. There’s no doubting his impact on pop culture with, for example, his 
praises sung by actors Richard Gere, Sharon Stone and Steven Seagal, composer Philip 
Glass and Adam Yauch of the Beastie Boys. He is a prolific author and his books sell 
like hot cakes. His 1990 autobiography Freedom in Exile sold over a million copies. The 
Art of Happiness (1998) sold over two million copies and spent two years on the New 
York bestseller list. He draws huge crowds, sometimes as many as 200,00037.  
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What do Westerners find so appealing in his teaching? Many, respecting the Dalai 
Lama, listen to him and read his books in the hope of becoming better people and 
living more fulfilling lives. However, those who experiment with his meditation 
methods are often simply wanting to feel better and relieve stress rather than attain 
nirvana and become bodhisattvas. 
 
As we have indicated there are vast differences between the Dalai Lama’s thought and 
that of Christianity. Given this, philosophical and metaphysical dialogue with those 
attracted by the Dalai Lama’s teaching presents particular challenges for Christians. 
How then might Christians engage with the Dalai Lama’s ideas? 
 
One way forward is to begin by asking a fundamental question about epistemology 
before proceeding to highlight key differences between the Dalai Lama’s teaching and 
God’s biblical revelation. In the process we will acknowledge that there are echoes of 
this revelation in some of what the Dalai Lama says. This in turn prepares us to 
appreciate the beauty of God-revealed full, true, reality as we strive to understand 
ourselves, this world and the only road that really leads to lasting happiness. 
 
 
The fundamental question 
In speaking of the quest of all sentient beings for happiness, the Dalai Lama 
presupposes traditional Buddhist cosmogony which conceives of six realms within the 
cycle of existence: (1) devas (gods); (2) titans (warlike beings); (3) humans; (4) 
animals; (5) hungry ghosts; and (6) hell beings. Sentient beings in all these realms 
experience impermanence. None of these states is permanent. The Dalai Lama 
concedes that the very fact of death, experienced eventually by all sentient beings, 
means that “there is no lasting happiness and no security”38. So the Dalai Lama 
promises his readers that while they can begin to experience happiness in this life it 
can only properly be experienced after death. Consequently, he presumes to know 
what happens after death, just as he presumes to know that there are other realms of 
existence.  
 
There is a fundamental epistemological question here. How does he know what 
happens after death? How does he know that there is no God to face? How does he 
know that there are beings such as hungry ghosts, titans and devas, in addition to 
humans and animals? The Dalai Lama himself approves an epistemology which treats 
perception and inference as the only acceptable means of knowledge.39 This would 
seem to aggravate the problem since it is difficult to see how perception and 
inference might demonstrate the existence of such phenomena.   
 
The key differences 
This anthropocentric Buddhist approach to ‘knowing’ stands in sharp contrast to the 
theocentric Christian approach, that depends upon God as the one who reveals40. On 
the basis of God’s word, Christian ‘knowledge’ is in conflict with the Dalai Lama’s 
teaching in three key respects: 

1. Christians ‘know’ the human heart is essentially sinful and in desperate need of 
God’s grace.  

2. Christians ‘know’ that God exists and that he is a good, faithful and almighty 
creator. 
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3. Christians ‘know’ the attainment of ultimate happiness and removal of 
suffering is not in our power but involves trusting in Jesus. 

 
1. The human heart 
Firstly, people cannot save themselves by bettering themselves. The Bible causes 
Christians to ‘know’ that the Dalai Lama’s concept of “a good heart” is fallacious. For 
the Dalai Lama believes the good heart can be cultivated without any need to glorify 
God and give thanks to him, the very evils which render us without excuse as we stand 
before God as our Judge (Romans 1:21). Consequently, from a biblical perspective the 
Dalai Lama is actually teaching people how to develop “an evil heart”. The Bible is 
insistent that the evil of our hearts is so radical that we can only experience liberation 
as the recipients of God’s grace (Ephesians 2:8-9). 
 
2. God is Creator 
Secondly, on the basis of God’s self-revelation Christians ‘know’ that God is a good, 
faithful and almighty Creator (Acts 14:15-17). This has profound implications. Firstly, 
the integrity and existence of the self is not dependent on being able to prove it has 
inherent, independent existence by identifying a part of a human being that 
constitutes the soul or spirit or self, nor upon an argument that the whole is the self. 
Rather, the identity of the self and of particular things is ultimately determined by the 
One who has created individual persons and things, investing them with individual and 
particular significance. Consequently, whereas the Dalai Lama’s teaching “frees” a 
person to think that one is only accountable to oneself, the creation of individuals by 
God means each person is accountable to him for the way he or she lives.  
 
Additionally, because there is a self-revealed good and faithful Creator, the Christian 
concept of happiness and enjoyment is such that it embraces the normal pleasures of 
life that can be experienced by individuals. God’s creation is both real and good: “For 
everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with 
thanksgiving, because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer” (1 Timothy 
4:4-5). 
 
3. The work of Jesus, not of self 
Thirdly, Christians “know” that ultimate happiness and removal of suffering depends 
on what Jesus has done and will do. On the one hand, the Dalai Lama encourages his 
readers to take refuge in the Buddha and to look to him as their role model. But on 
the other hand, he adds that it is not adequate to have faith in the Buddha since the 
key to dealing with problems and sufferings is developing a disciplined mind. “The 
responsibility rests on our own shoulders; we cannot expect someone to simply bring 
us happiness”41. 
 
Christians ‘know’ differently. For example, in the closing book of the Bible, 
Revelation, a book rich in symbolism, there is a magnificent vision of a great multitude 
of people, “from every nation, tribe, people and language” standing before the throne 
of God and of the Lamb, that is, Jesus. They are the ones “who have come out of the 
great tribulation”, that is, suffering is now behind them: 

Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon 
them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the centre of the throne will be their 
shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every 
tear from their eyes (Revelation 7:16-17). 
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In so far as “happiness” constitutes a state in which suffering is removed, then 
Christians ‘know’, in contradistinction to the Buddha and the Dalai Lama, that this 
depends solely upon what another has done. Happiness is received, not pursued. Those 
who have emerged from “the great tribulation”, we are told, are those who “have 
washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (v14). The active 
verbs here make it clear that these “happy” people are not merely passive 
beneficiaries. Nevertheless, ultimately their happiness is NOT in their own hands but is 
something made possible for them by God, through the death of Christ, the shedding 
of “the blood of the Lamb”. 
 
Further, even above the removal of suffering, Christian “happiness” comes about 
through relationship. Happiness, as a dimension of ultimate blessedness, does not 
result from training the mind and grasping emptiness, that is, moving away from 
reality, but from the very real activity of relating, primarily with God, which only 
comes through the work of Christ.  
 
The road to lasting happiness 
As mentioned, it is good to acknowledge that the Dalai Lama has much to say which 
faintly echoes biblical reality. His concept of happiness presupposing compassion 
resonates with a biblical worldview in which loving relationships provide the context 
for ultimate fulfillment. His concept of happiness presupposing emptiness, particularly 
the emptiness of self, though at odds with the ultimate integrity of the God-created 
individual, nevertheless resonates with Christ’s demand that, in following him, we 
deny ourselves and take up our cross daily.  
 
However, these echoes are merely just that – echoes that, in the end, actually divert 
people from the source of true, lasting happiness. Much as there is an attractiveness 
about the Dalai Lama’s persona and teaching, especially in this age where ‘spirituality’ 
is on the popular agenda, it will only lead its proponents and adherents on the wrong 
road – the road of judgment. According to God’s revelation of his will for all humanity, 
“after death comes judgment” (Hebrews 9:27).  
 
For the Dalai Lama, his followers and all humanity, the only way to be on the right 
side of God’s judgment is to walk down the narrow (and often unpopular) road that he 
has hewn for us (Matthew 7:14). This road is trodden by those who know they are 
made by the good, faithful and almighty Creator as real, significant and accountable 
individuals. This road is trodden by those who understand they have evil hearts that 
have rejected their Creator, but rejoice in being loved and forgiven in Christ, on the 
basis of his death for them. This road is trodden by those who know peace – peace 
with God that permeates through all areas of their existence. This road is trodden by 
those who see the world through the lens of its Creator – good and enjoyable, yet 
decaying and under judgment – and move towards others in the world with the true 
compassion given them by Christ. This road is trodden by those who know that one day 
their journey will end with “springs of living water” – eternal life and happiness with 
their Creator and Saviour.  
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